









































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































that	minister	 in	one	way	or	another,	 and	a	 sensible	minister	will	want	 to	do	 the	
same.	 …	 You	 can’t	move	 an	 inch	 in	 [some]	 policy	 areas	without	 hearing	 exactly	
what	people	 think	about	 that,	and	also	advocating	 the	things	 that	you	should	be	
doing,	in	their	opinion.	(Interview,	Former	Housing	Minister,	March	2017).		
In	this	view,	entrenched	interests	are	the	vehicle	for	institutional	memory.	But,	incentives	
alone	are	not	always	enough,	as	this	reflection	from	someone	closely	involved	in	the	UK’s	
zero	carbon	homes	policy	reveals:	
	 Well,	the	trouble	is	from	the	private	sector’s	perspective…they	just	think	about	it	
as	how	it	affects	them	as	an	individual	company.	I	mean,	UKGBC	[UK	Green	
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Building	Council]	arguably	would	be	a	good	repository	for	this	information,	but	we	
[would]	need	funding	and	somebody	to	pull	it	all	together	and	the	time	to	do	it.	...	
At	the	moment	it’s	kind	of	all	fresh	in	our	brains	so	we’re	not	seeing	the	need	to	
write	it	down.	(Interview,	Peak	body	representative,	November	2016).	
One	way	around	this	is	to	physically	locate	people	together,	as	was	the	case	with	the	
Zero	Carbon	Hub,	and	our	New	Zealand	and	Tasmanian	examples.	Obviously	co-location	is	
much	easier	when	just	dealing	with	government	departments,	as	in	the	New	Zealand	
example	where	policy	officials	working	to	support	the	formal	governance	groups	were	
relocated	to	the	offices	of	the	Ministry	of	Justice,	and	the	Tasmanian	case	where	senior	civil	
service	leaders	met	weekly.	Those	involved	in	co-location	generally	spoke	highly	of	its	utility.	
For	example,	in	the	Tasmanian	example,	officials	from	across	multiple	agencies	physically	
relocated	to	work	together	for	two	days	a	week	across	the	eight-week	policy	creation	
period,	as	an	interviewee	explains:	
It	was	a	way	of	enabling	a	combination	of	formal	meetings	that	took	place,	but	also	
that	informal	interaction	that	is	obviously	really	important.	As	you’re	working	on	
something	very	intensely	you’re	able	to	be	deep	in	your	work,	but	then	step	out	of	
that	and	go,	“I	need	to	talk	to	[name	omitted]	from	the	police	about	this	particular	
question,”	or,	“Where	do	I	get	this	information,	how	do	I	source	that	data,”	and	
she	was	there	and	able	to	do	that	physically.	(Interview,	Executive	level	public	
servant,	May	2016)	
4. From	‘Files’	to	Living	Memory	
At	the	core	of	a	dynamic	conceptualisation	of	institutional	memory	is	the	idea	that	static	
files	can	only	be	brought	to	life	by	actors	seeking	to	use	them	as	a	formative	tool.		As	noted	
by	one	Tasmanian	interviewee,	documentation	by	itself	can	see	memories	quickly	fade,	
even	when	the	approaches	described	would	be	useful	in	a	new	policy	process:	
When	we	were	reflecting	on	how	it	had	gone,	one	of	the	task	force	members	from	
our	[communications]	area	said,	“We	had	a	bit	of	a	check	list	for	the	bushfire	task	
force,	…	maybe	we	should	have	looked	at	that	before	starting,”	and	I	thought,	
“Mmm,	[that]	would	have	been	quite	useful.”		So	we	were	really	bad	at	taking	our	
learnings	and	documenting,	and	then	remembering	that	we’ve	got	them	and	
pulling	them	out	and	using	them.	…	[We	had]	all	sorts	of	amazing	little	tools	and	
techniques,	but	did	we	use	[our	records]?		No.	(Interview,	Executive	level	public	
servant,	May	2016)	
The	answer,	suggested	another,	lies	in	the	importance	of	utilising	‘lived	experience’	as	
memory	to	buttress	documentary	materials:	
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As	an	agency,	this	department	has	invested	a	fair	bit	in	theory	and	practice	guides	
around	collaboration	-	we’ve	produced	frameworks	for	collaboration	in	
government.	But,	in	my	own	experience,	unless	you’ve	lived	it	and	breathed	it	
yourself,	you	might	own	it	at	a	conceptual	level,	but	you	don’t	necessarily	own	it	at	
an	emotional	and	behavioural	level.	(Interview	with	executive	level	public	servant,	
May	2016)	
One	government	interviewee	in	the	AMI	case	captured	nicely	this	distinction	
between	formalised	repositories	about	a	government	program	and	‘lived	experience’:	
Yes,	there	were	records	that	were	created	...	there	were	documents	…	which	
actually	listed	the	institutional	memory	…	So	I	would	say	that	if	anyone	wanted	to	
know	what	was	going	on	there,	the	information	was	definitely	available	to	them.		It	
wasn't	just	‘shut	down	and	walk	out	the	door’.		[But]	in	terms	of	that	full	and	frank	
discussion,	who	do	you	have	that	with?	In	terms	of	talking	about	what	had	
happened	and	what	hadn't	happened?	…	I	don't	know.		(Interview,	Senior	Policy	
Officer	in	Victorian	Government,	November	2016).	
While	Pollitt	(2008)	notes	that	turnover	has	damaged	memory	within	institutions,	it	
also	provides	an	opportunity	for	lived	policy	experiences	to	be	propagated.		New	Zealand	
has	attempted	to	spread	the	lessons	from	collaborative	success	by	moving	leaders	from	
other	departments	into	the	justice	sector	to	experience	collaborative	governance	
arrangements,	and	to	move	leaders	from	the	justice	sector	to	other	parts	of	government	
where	closer	collaboration	is	required.	Bringing	together	different	experiences	was	seen	as	
contributing	to	new	leadership	practices.	
I	think	everybody	brings	something	different	depending	on	where	they've	come	
from.	We	had	the	good	fortune	of	being	led	by	someone	who	was	a	career	
diplomat	…	so	he	had	a	particular	way	of	working	with	others.	Working	for	him,	…	
there	was	a	former	military	guy	[and]	he	had	a	particular	way	of	doing	things.	I'd	
spent	the	better	part	of	a	decade	in	the	treasury,	so	[I]	learned	about	how	the	
game	works.	Everybody	brings	their	own	different	perspectives,	and	then	it's	a	
matter	of	trying	to	find	something	that	works	for	everyone	among	those	different	
perspectives.	(Interview,	Executive	level	public	servant,	November	2016)	
One	source	of	‘lived’	memory	is	memoir	and	institutional	history.	Numerous	
interviewees	in	the	UK	example	suggested	a	memoir	by	former	MP	Nick	Raynesford,	for	
example,	even	if	they	had	not	read	it	themselves.	Similarly,	respondents	expressed	
enthusiasm	for	academics	documenting	these	types	of	stories,	but	conceded	they	were	
unlikely	to	read	anything	outside	their	specific	area	of	interest.	Interviewees	also	cited	other	
e-repository	type	models	as	best	practice,	including	parliamentary	committee	reports	and	
Hansard	debates.	What	many	outside	government	seemed	to	favour	–	and	indeed	some	in	
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the	UK	case	explicitly	endorsed	–	was	a	‘Wikipedia’	model	of	memory	that	captured	and	
linked	key	public	documents	so	that	they	were	easily	searchable	online.		And	as	users	of	
Wikipedia	know,	part	of	it’s	appeal	is	that	it	exists	as	a	live	conversation,	with	entries	
constantly	being	updated	and	upgraded.	In	contrast,	actors	within	government	agencies	
with	more	established	institutional	cultures	–	such	as	in	the	Justice	Sector	in	New	Zealand	–	
were	much	more	likely	to	stick	with	ensconced	traditions	of	record-keeping	through	
maintaining	strong	secretariat	functions.	
Conclusion	
Our	four	examples	provide	insights	into	the	myriad	ways	in	which	institutional	memories	are	
created	and	retold.		Interview	responses	show	a	spectrum	of	practice,	with	various	degrees	
of	reliance	on	a	mixture	of	informal	story-telling	and	formal	documentation	that	emerges	
from	the	more	traditional	types	of	departmental	processes.	We	are	not	suggesting	that	
these	mechanisms	are	exhaustive	or	will	work	the	same	way	in	every	policy	setting.	Nor	are	
we	suggesting	that	bureaucracies	can	or	should	simply	give	up	formalised	ways	of	
remembering	through	files,	minutes	and	other	memory	aids.		Documentary	memories	
remain	necessary	for	modern	institutions;	our	argument	is	simply	that	they	are	not	
sufficient	in	themselves	as	a	way	of	storing	memory.	Whilst	they	remain	vital,	they	do	not	
exist	as	some	objective	form	of	knowledge	waiting	to	be	retrieved	by	actors.	Rather,	the	
research	presented	here	suggests	that	actors	are	using	socially	constructed	forms	of	
memory	in	tandem	with	existing	static	memory	structures	and	procedures.	Whilst	this	is	not	
a	new	occurrence,	we	suggest	that	with	increasing	collaborative	governance	it	has	become	
more	central.		Moreover,	it	is	evolving	a	form	of	practice	that	has	left	current	static	theories	
of	institutional	memory	in	its	wake.	This	article	represents	one	set	of	arguments	about	how	
the	scholarship	on	institutional	memory	might	be	able	to	catch	up.	
It	also	points	to	potential	avenues	for	future	research.	First,	how	can	we	extend	the	
lifespan	of	memories	through	the	stories	that	actors	tell?	The	data	from	our	research	
suggest	that	even	dynamic	stories	can	slip	away	into	the	unconscious	over	time	and	
therefore	can	be	just	as	unlikely	to	be	retrieved	as	the	thirty-year-old	files	in	a	department’s	
archives.	This	becomes	particularly	difficult	when	memories	are	held	between	hybrids	of	
public	and	private	actors.	Second,	how	can	living	documents	containing	memories	best	be	
shared	and	built	across	hybrids	of	actors,	without	contravening	the	need	for	policymaking	
processes	to	remain	in	camera	until	they	have	reached	political	decision	points?	Third,	there	
is	a	need	for	significantly	more	empirical	research	to	more	systematically	test	how	memory	
is	currently	being	captured	in	different	types	of	organisations	and	through	varying	
structures.		For	example,	are	dynamic	processes	for	retaining	and	sharing	memory	different	
in	public	sector	organisations	operating	at	arms	length	from	government,	compared	to	
central	agencies	operating	at	the	heart	of	the	executive?		
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Finally,	the	examples	from	Tasmania,	Victoria,	and	to	some	extent	New	Zealand,	
suggest	that	within	smaller	jurisdictions	there	is	a	greater	sense	of	connectivity	between	
government	agencies,	and	with	external	actors,	based	on	long	experience	of	having	worked	
together.		That	in	itself	means	that	when	groups	of	actors	are	confronted	with	new	policy	
problems,	they	have	a	shared	repertoire	of	memories	to	build	on	and	the	established	
networks	necessary	to	iteratively	shape	new	policy	responses.		As	one	Tasmanian	
interviewee	suggested:		
When	we	need	to	take	collective	action,	we	don’t	send	each	other	letters	and	wait	
for	a	response,	we	get	on	the	phone.		We	see	each	other	in	the	street.		So	it	makes	
that	sort	of	collaborative	leadership	easier	because	we	have	made	a	personal	and	
professional	investment	in	each	other	over	time.	(Interview,	Executive	level	public	
servant,	May	2016).	
Further	research	is	needed	to	establish	whether	the	modes	of	memory	practiced	within	
smaller	policy	communities	can	also	be	scaled	up	to	meet	the	needs	of	larger	jurisdictions.	
	 It	is	also	worth	considering	the	potential	path	dependent	effects	that	may	see	‘bad’	
memories	retained	and	propagated	because	of	the	vested	interests	of	some	actors	in	a	
particular	version	of	the	‘story.’	We	only	need	to	consider	the	ready	embrace	by	British	
authorities	of	the	dossier	alleging	the	presence	of	weapons	of	mass	destruction	in	Saddam	
Hussein’s	Iraq	to	appreciate	that	narratives	can	be	misleading.	Czarniawska’s	point	about	
the	plausibility	of	the	‘story’	being	testable	suggests	one	avenue	for	combatting	memory	
gaps	or	false	memories,	but	more	research	is	needed	on	what	happens	at	the	point	of	
challenge	and	which	factors	determine	which	memory	is	held	‘true’	in	a	given	situation.	
Despite	these	important	caveats	and	disclaimers,	ultimately	we	argue	that	the	
increasingly	networked	context	in	which	policy	is	currently	being	made,	defined	as	it	is	by	
increased	speed	and	collaboration,	requires	a	more	consciously	dynamic	conceptualisation	
of	institutional	memory	that	both	better	captures	how	the	past	is	currently	being	recorded	
in	different	governing	contexts,	and	provides	an	opportunity	to	think	through	how	these	
practices	might	be	strengthened.	Rather	than	a	return	to	a	past	way	of	operating,	a	dynamic	
actor-centred	conceptualisation	offers	a	way	of	reinterpreting	past	traditions	into	the	
present.	In	doing	so	we	shift	the	scholarly	focus:	from	institutional	memory	to	institutional	
memories.				
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